The meaning of a term is not something an ordinary speaker can articulate because the knowledge is tacit; and the meaning does not, by itself, determine the reference, for the template may require supplementation by empirical information only available in the context of use.
However, neo-descriptivism has been repeatedly challenged. (Block and Stalnaker 1999; Yablo 2000; Schroeter 2003; Byrne and Pryor 2004; Schroeter 2004; Stalnaker 2006; Schroeter Bigelow and Schroeter 2009.) I present here a sample of criticisms. As might be expected, defenders of neo-descriptivism have developed responses to these arguments. I will not go into the details here because the point of this paper is not to discuss the ultimate tenability of neo-descriptivism, but to illuminate some of its substantial weaknesses in order to dislodge it from its presumed status in theorizing about gender and race (and other social and normative phenomena).
To begin, although responsive to some of the complaints against descriptivism, the neodescriptivist is not fully responsive to other, especially Quinean, parts of the critique. Two important themes of post-Quinean philosophy are skepticism about analyticity and epistemic holism. Recall (briefly), Quine's idea is that there is no adequate way to distinguish analytic truths from wellentrenched generalizations about the phenomena in question (Quine 1953) . And there shouldn't be, for our semantic beliefs, like all other beliefs, should always be responsive to new circumstances and new knowledge. For example, there are approximately 7,500 known cultivars of apple; if a tree was cultivated using existing stock that produced an inedible, perhaps even toxic, fruit, it would be more sensible to modify our understanding of the term 'apple' to remove 'edible' from the "folk theory" rather than deny that the fruit is an apple. (In fact, there is reason to think that apple trees produced at least hardly edible fruit until cultivation improved them. (Pollan 2002 )) The same sort of thing could be said for 'water.' If we evolved so that we could not digest plain H 2 0 but required corn syrup and carbonation to be added, water would not be potable, and the "folk theory" associated with water would be false. Although in principle a neo-descriptivist could argue that all this is just evidence that our tacit folk theories associated with 'apple' and 'water' do not include edibility and potability, the worry is that there isn't, and again, for epistemic reasons there should not be, any fixed ideas about DRAFT: Please do not quote or cite.
July 17, 2009 6 meaning that are "held true come what may." (Quine 1953, 42-43) . This counts against claims (3) and (5).
Further, as Bigelow and Schroeter (2009, 99) point out, outliers who have idiosyncratic ideas and reject some of the standard folk theory associated with a term, can remain competent even if their idiosyncratic ideas are false, e.g., someone who denied that the oceans were filled with water, or that water is flavorless, doesn't thereby cease to be competent in the use of 'water'. As Burge (1979) famously argued, someone using the term 'arthritis' normally refers to the joint disease even if she believes that she has arthritis in her thigh (this is what makes her wrong, rather than right about a homonymous disease). But more importantly, it is not only possible, but in some cases epistemically required for competent speakers to reject some part of the "folk theory" associated with a term. The Schroeters' example is Galileo (2009, 100) : his failure to believe that the earth is flat did not render him incompetent in the use of the term 'earth' for he had evidence that conflicted with the "folk theory" of the earth at the time. Again, this shows that commitment to analyticity is in tension with the rational revision of our beliefs in light of new knowledge. In general, successful rational inquiry does not destabilize meaning; we normally take it to provide us with a better understanding of what we were trying to understand all along. (Schroeter and Shroeter 2009, 15) In the Galileo case one might complain that being flat was never really part of the meaning of 'earth.' However consider 'marriage.' Plausibly the standard "folk theory" of marriage has been that marriages can only occur between one man and one woman; those who refused to accept this belief, according to neo-descriptivism, were not competent users of the term. And those of us now who reject this "folk theory" have changed the meaning of 'marriage' and are talking about something else. For those of us committed to social change, these implications are unacceptable, for these are not plausibly semantic controversies, but are social and political ones. Just as Quine and Putnam emphasized that a commitment to analyticity stands in the way of scientific progress, the same might be said of its bearing on social progress.
5 These considerations are directly relevant to the discussion of 'race,' for even if the "folk" believe that race is a biological category, on the non-descriptivist account we're exploring, those who know that it is not can still use the term 'race' competently without the problematic belief or entailment. In light of these concerns, we should resist points (1), (4) and (6) of neo-descriptivism.
Moreover, it is difficult to see how neo-descriptivism can find any plausible "folk theories"
that satisfy both conditions (3) and (4) (see Schroeter and Schroeter 2009, section 3). Condition (3) requires that the "folk theory" is sufficiently substantive and precise that it determines reference, and yet condition (4) requires that every competent speaker accepts the same "folk theory". The worry is that individual speakers may have very different ideas that actually guide their use of a term, and in order to satisfy condition (4) we must take as part of the "folk theory" the intersection of these ideas;
but it is hard to believe that there is enough in the speakers' overlapping assumptions to achieve determinate reference to the purported entity or type of entity in the world.
Although I have only given a brief sketch of considerations against a neo-descriptivist account of meaning, it is clear that if we reject any form of descriptivism (traditional or neo-), some of the recent philosophical work on race and racism -work that purports to be exploring the "folk theory" or ordinary view of race -will look to be barking up the wrong tree. Regardless of whether one employs a priori reflection or empirical psychology to explore allegedly tacit assumptions we hold about what race is, the results will not give us an account of what 'race' means, for these tacit assumptions do not determine meaning. The kind of conceptual analysis presupposed by these projects is not viable because it rests on a mistaken view of language, concepts, and communication. Roughly, on the pure reference externalist view, what we are referring to takes priority in our use of language to how we think about it. Language is used primarily to refer to things in the world, and having latched onto the world we find multiple ways to describe it. Sometimes our descriptions are accurate and sometimes not. On the descriptivist model, in contrast, thought takes priority. We have a thought and it turns out that there are things in the world that match it. We communicate, 6 I have argued elsewhere that we should adopt an externalist approach to meaning that extends the insights of Putnam, Kripke, et al beyond reliance on natural science to social theory (Haslanger 2006) , and that genealogical (Haslanger 2005) and ameliorative (Haslanger 2000 (Haslanger , 2006 dimensions should be added to the project of elucidating meaning. My recommendations have been motivated not by following carefully every move in contemporary philosophy of language, but by thinking through what is needed for feminist and antiracist theorizing. As a result, the proposals I have made are firmly externalist about meaning, they have been rather vague, fragmented, and unsystematic.
according to the externalist, by talking about the same things; according to the descriptivist, by expressing the same thoughts.
There are a number of concerns that a Millian or pure reference externalist must address, e.g., how to account for the epistemic value of true identity statements, how to handle vacuous terms, how to accommodate contingent necessities. Of course there is a substantial literature on these issues (Salmon 1986; Stalnaker 1999; Soames 2003) , and I will not attempt to explicate how reference externalism might be developed to address them all. Rather, I want to emphasize the value of reference externalism in calling attention to a set of questions about meaning that descriptivists systematically evade (Stalnaker 1997, 535-6) . I believe there are compelling reasons to favor the pure reference externalist account of meaning; however, my point in this paper is not to present these reasons fully, but to show that such an account provides better access to the process of creating meanings that critical race and gender theorists have a special interest in than the dominant descriptivism and neo-descriptivism. Although these considerations are not, by themselves, sufficient to defend pure reference externalism, they should motivate a reconsideration of the methodology of current debates over race and racism.
It is important to note that given a term t, there are many questions we might ask about its meaning. For example, we might want to know the meaning of t. This is a descriptive question about the semantics of the language in which t occurs. However, we might also ask a more foundational If we are implicitly looking for a semantic account of names that answers both [the descriptive
and foundational] questions at once, then the Millian theory that says that the semantic value of a name is simply its referent looks like a non-answer; it seems to be denying the obvious fact that there must be something about the capacities, behavior, or mental state of the users of the name that make it the case that the name has the referent it has.
However,
On the other hand, the conflation of the two questions masks the fact that the sense theory, interpreted as an answer to the question of descriptive semantics is also a non-answer to the foundational question. Suppose we were to accept the Fregean thesis that names have the referent that they have because they have a sense that determines a function whose value (at the actual world) is that referent. This simply raises the question: what is it about the capacities, behavior, or mental state of the users of the name that makes it the case that the name has the sense that it in fact has? (Stalnaker 1997, 543) The descriptivist and the reference externalist both, in their own way, offer answers to the descriptive and foundational questions. However, once we reject the assumption that what gives a term its reference is what the speaker has in mind in using the term, we are led to important questions concerning the basis of meaning in the social and physical context of speech. Because the (neo-) descriptivist has a ready-made answer to what determines meaning, viz., the descriptive content or sense, these questions are occluded.
b. Referential practices
So, how do we refer? And how do we know we are correctly applying our terms if we aren't applying a (tacit) rule? How do we know we mean the same thing and so communicate if we aren't applying the same rule? Here's a quick sketch of one externalist answer: interpretation of our own past linguistic practice with a term and the practice of those around us, together with empirical investigation, enables us to make judgments about how the term applies; the term refers to what a fully informed and rational judge in such circumstances would take herself to refer to. 7 To the extent that we are informed and rational, we can know the correct application of the term. And since we intend to use the term in a way consistent with our past practice and so that we co-refer with others in our linguistic community, we usually converge on the same thing and our words mean the same. Because we are collaborating on this, we know this about each other and communicate. For reasons that will become clearer shortly, let's call this the rational improvisation account of meaning.
It will be useful to flesh out this sketch a bit. There are two sets of questions to consider: (a)
how does a term such as 'water' get the meaning it has and how do we know its meaning (and so use it correctly); (b) how do we communicate using the term 'water'? By virtue of what do we co-refer, not by accident, but de jure.
Let's begin with (a) and an individual speaker's meaning. As we considered above, on the neo-descriptivist account, speakers refer to things by virtue of the "folk theory" they tacitly hold about the things in question. We saw, however, that this account privileged certain beliefs associated with a term as unrevisable, and this required a denial of epistemic holism. In order to accommodate epistemic holism, we should allow that whatever we take to be part of the meaning of a term at some point, we may regard as a mere correlation at another point as we learn more about what we take ourselves to be tracking. When scientists found that the atom is, in fact, divisible, they adjusted their beliefs about atoms; it never was an analytic truth that atoms are indivisible, for if it were, we could not be talking about atoms as we do now. Rather than relying on a fixed template to adjudicate hard cases, the speaker will have to rely on "holistic hermeneutical reasoning starting from the entire relevant set of assumptions." (Bigelow and Schroeter 2009, 15) 7 This is what Schroeter and Schroeter call the "responsibilist approach to the determination of reference. On this account, the speaker relies on "rational improvisation" in light of what she knows about the world and her past practice in using the term. language requires not just that we aim to use terms in a way consistent with our own past use, corrected by our current knowledge. Rather, in competently using a term as part of a shared language we must "have a coordinating intention to use the term in a way that makes the best sense of the communal practice" and our understanding of the term, at least initially, "must not diverge so radically from that of others in the community as to undermine that coordinating intention." (Schroeter and On this account, we share meanings, not by having the same "folk theory" of the subject matter, but by both being part of a "historically extended representational tradition," within which we are each trying to make sense of that tradition as we engage with the world it purports to represent.
Being part of such a tradition is consistent with substantial disagreement on any particular claim; what matters is that we are engaged collaboratively with others in a shared project of representing what or how things are in some corner of the world. So, for example, we can still mean the same thing by 'water' and communicate about water even if we disagree about the chemical composition of water, whether the ocean is filled with water and whether water is good to drink, as long as we are each working to apply the term 'water' in light of our best interpretation of a shared linguistic tradition.
Competence with the meaning of a word constitutes an entry ticket into communal discussion:
it demarcates whom we should treat as a legitimate interlocutor on a given topic, and who genuinely agrees or disagrees with us. In short, sameness of meaning allows for direct epistemic coordination on a single subject matter, whether by different speakers or by the very same speaker. (Schroeter and Schroeter 2009, 23) 4. Improvising the meanings of 'race,' 'racism' etc.
For over a decade, philosophers have taken up the debate over whether race is real or not, whether race is a social or a natural category, whether "race talk" should be eliminated. Much of the discussion has pivoted on questions concerning what the term 'race' means, fueled initially, perhaps, by Appiah's argument (1998) that it is part of the meaning of race that races are natural kinds, and that there are no natural kinds of the sort that race talk purports to capture. Given the concerns with descriptivism, what should we make of these debates? And how should we proceed to study race and racism?
First, should we be seeking the "folk theory" of race (whether a priori or by experimental methods) that determines, in the context of utterance, the extension of 'race'? If we reject descriptivism, as I have suggested, we shouldn't. However, we might want to know the "folk theory"
of race (and other categories) in order to engage in hermeneutical deliberation about what we have meant and should mean, i.e., in order to rationally improvise on the representational tradition and to give substance to our coordinating intentions. This does not commit us individually to accepting any particular claim of the folk theory in order to be competent with the term, or in order to co-refer.
Second, should we be aiming to provide an analysis of the concept of 'race'? If we reject descriptivism, as I have suggested, we shouldn't. Instead, we should take ourselves to be offering theories of the phenomena that the term 'race' refers to. The theories are not known a priori, nor are they analytically true. The theories we come up with may, in fact, violate some of the core assumptions concerning the phenomenon because they incorporate new knowledge. This does not entail that we are changing the meaning of the terms.
Third, does the term 'race' refer to anything? Well, one might suggest, it depends. Not only
Appiah, but also many others have argued that a core component of the "folk theory" of race is that races are biological groups. If one is a descriptivist then, assuming that there are no biological kinds that meet the conditions for races, the term 'race' doesn't refer. But of course this conclusion does not follow for a pure reference externalist of the sort I've sketched; on the externalist account the question whether races exist cannot be settled on purely semantic grounds, either employing a priori intuitions or experiments concerning the "folk theory" of race. For example, using a rational improvisation model, I would argue that we can justify the claim that the best interpretation of our ongoing collective practice using the term 'race' is compatible with races being social kinds, and social constructionists about race are not shifting the meaning of the term. As a result, it is misleading to suggest (as I myself have sometimes done) that social constructionist accounts of race are revisionist; the issue is what counts as the important features of our past practice of using the term 'race' as we move forward, and our judgment about this may differ from what we thought before.
Moreover, given that the realists (both social constructionists and racialists) and anti-realists at least appear to be engaged in a shared project of understanding our representational tradition in using the term 'race', there is reason to think that we co-refer with our uses of the term (in the limit case, I
suppose, we all fail to refer). The question, then, is not who is misusing the term, but whose account is best at doing justice both to the historical collective practice and the worldly facts, or even, whose rational improvisation is the best extension of our past practice. This is not a question to be settled here; rather, my goal is to shift the terms of debate so it is not so focused on discussion of what our "folk theory" or ordinary ideas about race are. Although historical and semantic information about past use may be useful in the hermeneutical task of understanding our past practice, we are not bound by that history or (believed) semantics, so this sort of inquiry settles no philosophical or political problem.
Meaning and Politics
I suggested several times above that reference externalism is better situated to illuminate the social and political dimensions of meaning, and as such, should be taken seriously by feminist and race theorists. has been a part of pragmatics since its inception (see, e.g., Grice (1975) ).
To illustrate the sort of political analysis I have in mind, it is useful to reconsider a passage quoted above:
Competence with the meanings of a word constitutes an entry ticket into communal discussion: it demarcates whom we should treat as a legitimate interlocutor on a given topic, and who genuinely agrees or disagrees with us. In short, sameness of meaning allows for direct epistemic coordination on a single subject matter, whether by different speakers or by the very same speaker. (Schroeter and Schroeter 2009, 23) On the rational improvisation model, sameness of meaning is a matter of shared epistemic practice.
We share a meaning if and only if we are collaborating in making sense of a shared representational tradition and our understandings are no so divergent as to undermine our collaborative intentions.
With these conditions, questions arise about how to think of epistemic practices and the social conditions for knowledge. For example, the rational improvisation model gives us resources to explain how remarking that someone "doesn't mean the same thing we do" is an epistemic put-down and a move in a social practice of exclusion. As Schroeter and Schroeter put it:
By commonsense standards, anyone with whom we can profitably participate in critical debate involving an evaluative term -whatever his initial substantive assumptions are-shares the same meaning. (2009, 21) So denying shared meaning is a way of refusing entry into the shared epistemic project and critical debate. This, in turn, allows us to raise the possibility that meanings might be limited or deformed because they are not grounded in a broad community of speakers. given the limits of the dominant vocabulary, do not achieve uptake. Fricker's example is the phenomenon of sexual harassment. Until the term 'sexual harassment' was introduced, women not only suffered from unwanted sexual attention from their employers as a condition of employment, but also suffered from the hermeneutic injustice of being unable to identify the problem. Other examples might include the phenomena of white privilege, racial profiling, and hate speech.
What is interesting about these examples, in the context of our current discussion, is that new terms and new connections between ideas are being forged as part of a process of hermeneutical interpretation and deliberation. In reflecting on a representational tradition one may find ways to improvise, but one may also find oneself or one's experience excluded, prompting new and alternative epistemic projects, as well as new and alternative representations. The rational improvisation model invites us to consider the social dynamics, collaboration, and reflective practice required for shared meanings. For those who are members of subordinated groups, this creates space within dominant philosophy of language to capture moments of libratory politics. Critical race and gender studies would be well-served by exploring the jazz rather than the classical model of meaning.
Conclusion
This is not an essay that has undertaken to establish any conclusions. Rather, my point has been to call attention to trends in contemporary philosophy of language that have not been taken sufficiently seriously by those working in social and moral philosophy. The project of conceptual analysis, even if supplemented by empirical methods, cannot be taken for granted. More specifically, conceptual analysis is thoroughly rejected by many philosophers who specialize on language, concepts and meaning, and other models of inquiry have replaced it, and this cannot simply be ignored by normative theory if it is to be part of a broader project of rational inquiry. I have also suggested that for those working in critical race and gender theory, these alternative models should be attractive, for they take seriously a social and political dimension of meaning that opens space for considerations of justice.
This is where social and political theory can contribute to philosophy of language. The moral of this story, insofar as there is one, is that engagement across sub-disciplines of philosophy is tremendously valuable, for not only does normative theory have much to learn from philosophy of language and mind, but philosophy of language and mind can benefit significantly from a consideration of the moral background of our linguistic practices. Although there are important differences between normative and non-normative inquiry, one cannot do full justice to the phenomena without attending to both.
